Investigation and surgery in irritable bowel syndrome--a cautionary series.
Irritable bowel syndrome is a common problem, and, with a broad symptom complex, likely to present to a wide variety of clinicians. Lack of awareness of these manifestations may lead to inappropriate investigation, and surgery. Six patients with irritable bowel syndrome who had multiple investigations and operations are reported. There was a median of seven years delay in diagnosis, patients seeing a median of six different consultants. Over 13 years of follow-up symptoms were unchanged, but patients had undergone a median of eight (often invasive) investigations, and six operations. Several operations were for complications of, or resulted from, a previous procedure. There were far fewer operations after diagnosis, four over 33 patient-years, than prior to diagnosis, 25 over 43 patient-years (chi-squared = 8.074, 1 df, p < 0.0025). All clinicians should be aware of the diffuse symptomatology of irritable bowel, and its potential to mimic other diseases. Surgery should be avoided.